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Abstract 
During the Middle Woodland period, from 200 BC to AD 600, south-eastern societies 
erected monuments, interacted widely, and produced some of the most striking 
material culture of the pre-Columbian era, but these developments are often 
overshadowed by the contemporaneous florescence of Hopewell culture in Ohio. I 
argue that the demonstrable material links between the Middle Woodland Southeast 
and Midwest demand that we cease to analyze these regional archaeological records in 
isolation and adopt multiscalar perspectives on the social fields that emerged from and 
impacted local Middle Woodland societies. In synthesizing recent research on Middle 
Woodland settlement, monumentality, interaction, and social organization, I make 
explicit comparisons between the Middle Woodland Southeast and Ohio Hopewell, 
revealing both commonalities and contrasts. New methodological approaches in the 
Southeast, including geophysical survey techniques, Bayesian chronological modeling, 
and high-resolution provenance analyses, promise to further elucidate site-specific 
histories and intersite connectivity. By implementing theoretical frameworks that 
simultaneously consider these local and global dimensions of Middle Woodland 
sociality, we may establish the southeastern Middle Woodland period as an 
archaeological context capable of elucidating the deep history of the Eastern 
Woodlands as well as long-standing issues surrounding middle-range societies.
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Introduction
According to the canonical culture histories of eastern North America, the Middle
Woodland period in the southeastern United States is fundamentally defined by its
contemporaneity with the Hopewell florescence of the Ohio Valley (e.g., Griffin
1952, 1967; Willey and Phillips 1958). However, the vast majority of southeastern
sites dating to this period (ca. 200 BC–AD 600) do not yield evidence of intense
involvement with Hopewell ceremonialism or exchange. Even where diagnostic
Hopewellian material culture has been recovered, the density and diversity of these
assemblages pale in comparison to their Ohio Valley counterparts. As a result, the
Southeast as a whole tends to be viewed as a cultural backwater during the Middle
Woodland period; its residents are regarded as ‘‘passive hinterland recipients of
traits flowing in from the north’’ (Knight 2011, p. 217), peripheral to the explosion
of ritual and social activity taking place in the Hopewell core. As Brown (2013,
p. 237) recently put it, ‘‘in the Southeast… the long hand of Ohio Hopewell
exercises a strong grip over the imagination… It is not an overstatement to say that
for southeastern archaeologists, Hopewell stands in the position of the ‘elephant in
the living room’ of the Woodland period.’’
In fact, the Middle Woodland Southeast witnessed a number of remarkable
transformations of its own, including the widespread appearance of the region’s
earliest villages and earthen enclosures, the elaboration of platform mound
ceremonialism and burial programs, and expanded participation in multiple
extralocal interaction networks as indicated by widely shared material culture.
Although some of these developments do appear to relate to the Hopewell
Interaction Sphere (perhaps even more closely than previous scholars have
suggested), single-minded preoccupation with Hopewell precludes an examination
of the Middle Woodland Southeast on its own terms. We are left with a
decontextualized record of extraregional contact and associated ritual activity that
falls far short of a comprehensive account of Middle Woodland lifeways in the
Southeast.
In the last decade or so, southeastern archaeologists have undertaken research
that demonstrates the richness of the region’s Middle Woodland record. I aim to
synthesize this scholarship, much of which focuses on individual sites or
subregional study areas, and to place the societies of the Middle Woodland
Southeast on more equal interpretive footing with their contemporaries across the
Eastern Woodlands. It is not my intention, however, to suggest that the Middle
Woodland archaeological record of the Southeast is somehow divisible from that of
the Midwest. Reinforced by state lines and the boundaries of regional archaeolog-
ical organizations, the persistence of traditional culture area concepts (sensu
Kroeber 1939) limit our ability to fully comprehend Middle Woodland cultural
developments. Lesser’s decades-old concept of ‘‘social field’’ offers an alternative
approach (1961; see also Kohl 2008). Emphasizing ‘‘the universality of human
contact and influence [sic] as a fundamental feature of socio-historical process,’’
Lesser (1961, p. 42) argued that ‘‘we think of any social aggregate not as isolated,
separated by some kind of wall, from others, but as inextricably involved with other
aggregates, near and far, in weblike, netlike connections.’’
For the Middle Woodland period, then, it is not enough to track local historical
trajectories in Ohio, the Southeast, or one of the latter’s many subregions; rather, we
must tack back and forth between local, regional, and ‘‘global’’ scales of analysis.
Following Cobb (2005) and Jennings (2011), I believe that there is much to be
gained by building conceptual bridges across the perceived divide between the
modern and premodern worlds. Though the Hopewell Interaction Sphere may not
exhibit all of the hallmarks of ancient globalization (Jennings 2011), I think it is fair
to say that Hopewell was a ‘‘global’’ phenomenon for Middle Woodland peoples,
linking, to varying degrees, individuals and groups across much of their known
world (see Cobb 2005 for a similar argument about the Mississippian phenomenon).
By examining ways in which these global dynamics reverberated at socially and
geographically smaller scales—from individual communities to intraregional
interaction spheres (e.g., Swift Creek)—we may gain important, broadly applicable
insights about the transformative potential of far-reaching social fields. In turn,
careful study of the emergent properties of a social field like Hopewell should
demonstrate how practice and agency at the local level structured this and other
global phenomena.
To facilitate this multiscalar analysis, the following topical summaries include
explicit comparisons between the archaeological records of the Middle Woodland
Southeast and the Ohio Hopewell heartland. Because the latter has been more
explicitly theorized than the former, models of Ohio Hopewell subsistence,
settlement, ceremonialism, and social organization provide a firm jumping-off point
for interpreting southeastern Middle Woodland data. Of course, this being an article
on the Middle Woodland Southeast, my review of the Ohio Hopewell literature is
far from exhaustive (for that, see Abrams 2009; Case and Carr 2008). I have further
constrained the scope of this review in three ways. First, I limit the geographic area
under consideration to a fairly narrow definition of the American Southeast,
inclusive of the lower Mississippi River and Tennessee River drainages and the
South Atlantic-Gulf basins (Fig. 1). Research at the margins of the Southeast (e.g.,
the American Bottom, the lower Illinois River Valley, Kentucky, western Virginia)
stands to make important contributions to the field as well, and I have included
relevant publications on those areas in the bibliography of recent literature. Second,
I tend to discuss the Middle Woodland period as a singular chronological unit, ca.
200 BC–AD 600. While this approach risks obscuring diachronic patterns,
intraregional variation in the dates of early, middle, and late Middle Woodland
subperiods would be at odds with the macroscalar review attempted here. Finally,
because they are not universally accessible, I have not included unpublished survey
and excavation reports that address the Middle Woodland period. Where available, I
do cite the published results of cultural resource management projects to highlight
the potential of such studies to flesh out our picture of the Middle Woodland
Southeast.
Following a brief history of archaeological research on Middle Woodland
societies in the Southeast, I examine regionwide evidence for Middle Woodland
foodways, habitation, ritual and interaction, and sociopolitical organization. These
topics, however, are fundamentally interrelated, and separating them for analytic
clarity glosses over the connections between ritual and domestic activities at local,
regional, and global scales. Readers should note that research programs at several
Fig. 1 The geographic extent of the ‘‘global’’ Middle Woodland. The Hopewell Interaction Sphere
extended across most of the area shown (excluding the coastal Mid-Atlantic). For the purposes of this
article, the Southeast includes Florida, Georgia, North and South Carolina, Tennessee, Alabama,
Mississippi, and those portions of eastern Louisiana and Arkansas in the lower Mississippi Valley. Shaded
areas depict the extent of the Ohio Hopewell core and the intraregional interaction sphere represented by
the distribution of Swift Creek ceramics (after Williams and Elliot 1998, fig. 1-1). Major sites are 1,
Marksville; 2, Crooks; 3, Helena Crossing; 4, Pinson; 5, Johnston; 6, Pharr; 7, Bynum; 8, Little Spanish
Fort; 9, Armory; 10, Walling; 11, Old Stone Fort; 12, Tunacunnhee; 13, Hardin Bridge; 14, Leake; 15,
Garden Creek; 16, Biltmore; 17, Pumpkin; 18, Cold Springs; 19, Swift Creek; 20, Mandeville; 21,
Kolomoki; 22, Bird Hammock; 23, Block-Sterns; 24, McKeithen; 25, Garden Patch; 26, Roberts Island;
27, Crystal River; and 28, Fort Center
important Middle Woodland sites (e.g., Crystal River, Kolomoki, Garden Creek,
Pinson, etc.) have generated data relevant to each of these topics, and site-specific
publications that integrate such interpretations are included in the reference list.
Next, I shift focus from particular research topics to emerging research strategies in
an effort to chart the impact of recent methodological innovations on Middle
Woodland research in the Southeast. Specifically, I highlight how archaeological
geophysics, Bayesian chronological modeling, and various provenance studies are
revising many long-held views about Middle Woodland occupation and interaction.
Building on this discussion, I conclude with a few proposals for future research on
the Middle Woodland Southeast, which promises to reveal its potential as a
laboratory for exploring the structure and impact of social fields in pre-Columbian
North America.
History of Middle Woodland Research in the Southeast
Although the term ‘‘Middle Woodland’’ was not widely adopted until the mid-
1900s, archaeological research on Middle Woodland sites began nearly a century
earlier (albeit, a few decades after the first systematic investigations of their Ohio
Valley contemporaries; i.e., Squier and Davis 1848). By the late 19th century,
information about certain Middle Woodland sites existed in multiple state-specific
compendia (Jones 1873; Thruston 1890; Wyman 1875) as well as the reports of the
Smithsonian’s Mound Division (Holmes 1903; Thomas 1894). Around the same
time, Moore was maneuvering his steamboat, the Gopher, along the coasts and
major rivers of the Southeast, carrying out a staggering number of excavations along
the way. His efforts in northern Florida and the Tennessee River Valley are
especially salient to Middle Woodland research today, particularly because his
published reports, maps, and field notes—all of which were fairly detailed
considering their historical context—represent the only record of many mound sites
in those areas (Moore 1999a, b, c, 2002).
Beginning in the Great Depression, several major excavations commenced in the
Southeast under the umbrella of New Deal archaeology (Lyon 1996). The earliest
New Deal project was carried out at the Middle Woodland Marksville site in
Louisiana (Setzler 1934). Slightly later, what began as relief era surveys and
excavations by the Tennessee Valley Authority became central to the development
of Middle Woodland archaeology in the Southeast, producing well-documented
regional studies of Middle Woodland settlement, subsistence, and interaction (e.g.,
Chapman 1985; Faulkner 2002). Contemporary projects also were carried out at
several major Middle Woodland mound sites, including Kolomoki, Mandeville,
Swift Creek, and Tunacunnhee in Georgia (Jefferies 1976; Kellar et al. 1962; Marsh
1998; Sears 1956); Crystal River in Florida (Bullen 1951, 1953; Pluckhahn et al.
2010; Weisman 1995); Bynum and Pharr in Mississippi (Bohannon 1972; Cotter
and Corbett 1951); and several Copena burial mounds in northern Alabama
(Walthall 1979, 1980).
These and other mid-20th century projects were fundamentally concerned with
defining culture histories, resulting in a proliferation of named ceramic types,
varieties, and series that, in turn, were used to build local chronologies and to track
interregional interactions (Dunnell 1990; Gibson 1993; Watson 1990). However, at
scale of the Eastern Woodlands as a whole, archaeological culture histories
privileged the apparent cultural climax of Ohio Hopewell, leading to trait lists for
the Middle Woodland period that southeastern assemblages could rarely match. This
fact was made abundantly clear at the 1979 conference on Hopewell archaeology in
Chillicothe, Ohio, where one response to the eight southeastern papers was, ‘‘in a
strict sense, there was no Hopewell in the Southeast’’ (Brose and Greber 1979,
p. 209). Thus, relegated to the ‘‘kids table’’ of Eastern Woodlands prehistory,
Middle Woodland research in the Southeast fell by the wayside through much of the
1980s and 1990s (with a few important exceptions, e.g., Anderson 1985; Jefferies
1994; Knight 1990; Mainfort 1988b; Williams and Elliott 1998a). At the same time,
Ohio Hopewell archaeology shifted focus, turning away from broad-scale interac-
tions (e.g., Caldwell 1964; Struever and Houart 1972) and toward local cultural
dynamics (e.g., Pacheco 1996a).
In the 21st century, the Middle Woodland period remains one of the less
frequently studied eras of southeastern prehistory (Knight 2011, p. 217; Wright and
Henry 2013b, p. 1). A search for the term ‘‘Middle Woodland’’ in the abstracts of
articles published in Southeastern Archaeology between 2005 and 2015 produces
nine results; a similar search for ‘‘Mississippian’’ yields 66 results. However,
coinciding with some renewed attention to interregional Hopewell among Ohio
researchers (e.g., Carr 2006a), the Middle Woodland Southeast is attracting a new
wave of scholarship that combines cutting-edge field methods and laboratory
techniques with creative theoretical perspectives (e.g., chapters in Charles and
Buikstra 2006; Wright and Henry 2013). Arguably, this resurgence relates at least in
part to recent theoretical trends in southeastern archaeology that emphasize grand
historical narratives (Pauketat 2001; Pauketat and Loren 2005; Sassaman 2010). If
Caldwell’s interpretation of Hopewell as a ‘‘great tradition’’ linking regional ‘‘small
traditions’’ holds (Caldwell 1964), then broad-scale, historical processual (Pauketat
2001) or syncretic processual (Thompson and Pluckhahn 2010, p. 37) approaches to
Middle Woodland archaeology are warranted in and beyond the American
Southeast, and are broadly compatible with the ‘‘social field’’ framework mentioned
above.
Because this renaissance of Middle Woodland research has occurred only lately,
the following topical syntheses draw heavily on studies conducted from the 1970s
onward. The subsequent discussions about the application of new field and analytic
methods highlight how the last 10–15 years of research are forcing us to refine and
revise our ideas about the Middle Woodland Southeast. In particular, these new
approaches promise to weigh in on, if not resolve, several longstanding debates
within Woodland period archaeology: the extent to which Middle Woodland people
were foragers or farmers, the nature of their settlement pattern, the motivations for
and mechanisms of long distance interaction and monument construction, and shape
of their sociopolitical systems.
Middle Woodland Subsistence: Foraging or Farming?
Once considered one of the defining hallmarks of the Woodland period as a whole,
the relative importance of cultivated plants in Middle Woodland foodways remains
a perennial topic of investigation in both the American Midwest and Southeast. The
crops of most interest in these debates comprise the Eastern Agricultural Complex:
goosefoot (Chenopodium berlandieri), maygrass (Phalaris caroliniana), knotweed
(Polygonum erectum), little barley (Hordeum pusillum), marshelder (Iva annua),
and sunflower (Helianthus annuus) (Fritz 1993). By AD 100, seeds from these
plants appear with notable frequency in assemblages from both open air and
rockshelter sites across eastern North America (Fritz 1990, 1993; Yarnell and Black
1985), although our inability to identify morphologically distinctive domesticated
forms of some species makes it difficult to distinguish between wild and
purposefully propagated plants (Fritz 1990, pp. 390–391). At a minimum,
paleobotanical assemblages from the Ozarks and the greater Southern Appalachians
(including the Cumberland Plateau) indicate that goosefoot, marsh elder, and
sunflower, not to mention squash (Curcurbita pepo) and bottle gourd (Lagenaria
sieeraria), were domesticated by the Middle Woodland period (e.g., Brewer 1973;
Cowan 1985; Fritz 1986; Gardner 1987).
There has been a historical tendency among Eastern Woodlands archaeologists to
downplay the role of these crops in Middle Woodland subsistence and their impact
on Middle Woodland lives (Yarnell 1993). Many studies of Middle Woodland
subsistence and settlement emphasize the importance of diverse and widely
distributed wild resources and paint a picture of Middle Woodland foragers rather
than horticulturalists or farmers. Several scholars (Fritz 1993; Gremillion 2002;
Knight 2001) link these interpretations to the endurance of Caldwell’s concept of
primary forest efficiency. According to this hypothesis, rich natural environments
like that of the Eastern Woodlands may have been sufficient to support processes
that have most often been associated with the emergence of agriculture, such as
sedentism and population increase (Caldwell 1958). An abundance of wild plant
resources would have rendered plant cultivation not strictly necessary for survival;
rather, it would have supplemented the calories and nutrients retrieved from wild
plant resources.
Macroscalar discussions of Middle Woodland subsistence actually demand the
sort of definitional hedging apparent in phrases like ‘‘hunter-gatherer-gardener’’ or,
along the southern coastlines or major rivers, ‘‘forager-farmer-fisher’’ (Smith 2001).
Only by zooming into particular subregions is it sometimes possible to detect a
commitment to foraging or farming, and even then different interpretations are
sometimes offered for the same area. Ohio Hopewell peoples, for instance, have
been emphatically labeled farmers (Smith 1992) and hunter-gatherers (Yerkes
2002, 2003) on account of their settlement pattern and tool assemblages. Other
paleobotanical studies in the Ohio River Valley (Wymer 1993) indicate that Middle
Woodland groups practiced a blended subsistence strategy, in which horticultural
and foraging activities yielded a rich diet of cultivated crops and wild plant
resources.
Some paleobotanical assemblages in the Southeast suggest likewise versatile
adaptations. For example, in the interior Southeast, Middle Woodland assemblages
include only modest amounts of native crop seeds, suggesting ‘‘subsistence
practices [that] might best be described as foraging-gardening, with an emphasis on
the foraging’’ (Scarry 2003, p. 88; see also Chapman and Shea 1981; Crites 1978;
Kline et al. 1982; Yarnell and Black 1985). A similar case may be made for a few
sites in the lower Southeast, such as the Hardin Bridge site in northwest Georgia
(Branch-Raymer and Bonhage-Freund 2011) and the Pumpkin site in northwest
South Carolina (Charles 2001). Scarry (2008) has recently outlined what this sort of
strategy would have involved in practice, including different methods of seed
sowing, harvesting, and scheduling. In contrast, cultigens appear to have played
little if any role in the subsistence strategies of Middle Woodland groups of the
lower Mississippi Valley (Fritz 1995, 1998, 2008; Kidder and Fritz 1993;
McGimsey 2010).
Drawing from datasets from across the Eastern Woodlands, Gremillion (2002)
has delineated broad zones in which the Eastern Agricultural Complex played
greater and lesser roles in Woodland period subsistence economies. She posits that
communities in the lower Southeast may have relied less on indigenous crops than
those in the Midwest and Midsouth because the relatively warmer climate they
enjoyed would not have required a reliance on stored cultigens over winter. She
further proposes that the higher incidence of cultigens in assemblages from sites
within drainages that feed the Mississippi River and its tributaries may reflect ‘‘the
dynamics of exchange of goods and information along natural travel routes,’’
including ‘‘the spread of plants and cultural knowledge about them’’ (2002, p. 500;
see also Mueller 2013). While either of these hypotheses is plausible, this regional
pattern also may be the result of preservation bias, insofar as the acidic soils of the
Piedmont and Coastal Plain rarely yield substantive organic assemblages (Branch-
Raymer and Bonhage-Freund 2011, p. 130). Along the same lines, the ways that
seeds were processed or stored in the lower Southeast may have contributed to their
absence in the archaeological record (Fritz 1990, p. 418).
Although they were not mainstays of the Middle Woodland diet, two other
domesticated plants appear to have played a special role in Middle Woodland
societies: maize (Zea maize) and tobacco (Nicotiana rustica). Small quantities of the
former have been recovered from a few Middle Woodland sites in the Eastern
Woodlands (Chapman and Crites 1987; Riley et al. 1994; Smith 1992), but there is
no evidence for intensive maize farming in the Southeast until the Late Woodland/
Mississippian transition ca. AD 950 (VanDerwarker et al. 2016, p. 142). The
predominant models for the adoption of maize in the Southeast postulate that it was
a prestige food used in competitive feasts that gradually became a common staple
for Mississippian peoples (Johannessen 1993; Scarry 1993; Vanderwarker et al.
2013). However, several recent studies indicate that the adoption of maize as a
staple followed quite rapidly on the heels of its relatively late introduction in the
region (Simon 2014; Thompson and Pluckhahn 2014; Thompson et al. 2013a),
calling into question our understanding of the mechanisms underlying maize
intensification. How these findings will affect interpretations of the role of maize in
Middle Woodland contexts remains to be seen. As for tobacco, archaeologists are in
general agreement that this plant was exclusively used in ritual contexts during the
Woodland period in the Southeast and Midwest (Brown 2006; Rafferty 2016;
Winter 2000). Nicotine detected in pipe residues using gas chromatography/mass
spectroscopy analysis (Carmody et al. 2011; S. Rafferty 2002) corroborate evidence
in the form of actual tobacco seeds (Asch and Asch 1985) that this plant was used in
particular contexts during the Middle (and perhaps Early) Woodland period.
Compared to evidence for plant cultivation, faunal remains from southeastern
Middle Woodland sites rarely (if ever) have been the focus of debate. Like the rest
of the Holocene record for the interior Southeast, the most ubiquitous species in
Middle Woodland faunal assemblages include rabbit, raccoon, squirrel, turkey, and
overwhelmingly deer (Jackson and Scott 2002). Not surprisingly, contemporaneous
coastal sites attest to a reliance on fish and shellfish (Byrd 1997; Mikell 2012; Reitz
and Quitmyer 1988); some interior sites also indicate the exploitation of shellfish
and riverine fish during the Middle Woodland (e.g., Jackson and Scott 2002;
McGimsey 2010; Peacock 2002). That said, we must not dismiss the possibility that
changes in plant based subsistence strategies may have affected hunting activities
and given rise to scheduling conflicts or gender-based divisions of labor (Jackson
and Scott 2002).
Middle Woodland Settlement: Homesteads and Villages
Archaeologists have hotly debated the nature of Middle Woodland settlement in
Ohio for decades. Early 20th century expectations that agricultural village
communities were responsible for Hopewell earthworks have proven insupport-
able on the basis of archaeological evidence. Rather, Hopewell forager-farmers
appear to have lived in small homesteads, in groups of one to a few households
(sensu Ashmore and Wilk 1988; Blanton 1994; Pluckhahn 2010c). As an aside,
Dancey and Pacheco (1997a, p. 12) prefer the term ‘‘hamlet’’ to describe these
fundamental residential units, arguing that it encompasses not only single
component/single household sites, but also sites with a sequence of multiple
households. Because ‘‘hamlet’’ carries a slightly different meaning in the Southeast
(see Espenshade 2008, p. 165), I prefer the term homestead, attributing to it Fuller’s
(1981, p. 30) definition of hamlet: ‘‘a contiguous contemporaneous domestic deposit
of artifacts which cannot be spatially subdivided into redundant functional units.’’
According to the ‘‘dispersed sedentary community model’’ (Dancey and Pacheco
1997a; Pacheco 1996b; Prufer 1965), the most prominent extant vision of Ohio
Hopewell settlement, the residents of multiple individual homesteads formed a
‘‘residential community’’ (sensu Ruby et al. 2006; see also Yaeger and Canuto 2000,
p. 5) responsible for the construction and maintenance of a nearby earthwork.
However, the apparent ‘‘mismatch of scales’’ (Greber 1997, p. 209) between these
dispersed populations and Hopewell monumentality have called into question the
one-to-one relationship between a local residential community and a singular
earthwork site (Abrams 2009, p. 177). Resulting revisions to our definitions of
Hopewell communities have important implications for our understandings of social
organization and multiscalar interaction in and beyond Middle Woodland Ohio.
Some archaeologists disagree with this model’s characterization of Middle
Woodland homesteads as sedentary. While paleobotanical assemblages from some
Ohio Valley sites support year-round habitation (Kozarek 1997; Pacheco 2010;
Pacheco et al. 2009), other lines of evidence suggest temporary settlement, higher
mobility, and a greater reliance on wild resources than cultivated plants (Abrams
and Freter 2005; Cowan 2006; Yerkes 1994, 2002, 2006). Abrams (2009, p. 177)
has recently and cogently pointed out that ‘‘this dichotomy is false, with instead
various options available to and practiced by local Hopewell communities’’; some
groups in resource-rich areas may have been sedentary year-round, while those in
less naturally abundant areas may have moved seasonally.
Many Middle Woodland habitation sites in the Southeast appear to comprise
individual homesteads like those observed in Ohio (Espenshade 2008, p. 119).
Excavations of Middle Woodland homesteads are not common, but available data
indicate that they consisted of modest clusters of single post structures; pits for food
storage and processing; posthole patterns representing drying racks, windbreaks,
etc.; shallow midden deposits; and occasionally human burials (Smith 1992, p. 213).
Smith first identified this regionwide pattern in his synthesis of Middle Woodland
settlement sites in the Duck River drainage in Tennessee, the lower Illinois River
Valley, and the American Bottom (1992; see also Faulkner 2002; Kelly 2002).
Although described in general terms, small, undifferentiated habitation sites appear
to characterize Middle Woodland settlement in the lower Mississippi Valley, the
Gulf Coastal Plain of Mississippi, and coastal North Carolina as well (Herbert 2002,
p. 303; Jackson et al. 2002, p. 245; Kidder 2002, p. 75; McGimsey 2010; Morse
1989). More recently, Applegate (2013) identified numerous sites fitting this
description in her exhaustive summary of Early and Middle Woodland domestic
sites in Kentucky. Though it falls outside the Middle Woodland Southeast as defined
in this article, her remarkable synthesis of gray literature datasets should inspire
similar efforts farther south. The results of individual CRM investigations stand to
make important contributions to our understanding of Middle Woodland home-
steads and settlement patterns, as exemplified in the published reports on the Hardin
Bridge site (Branch-Raymer and Bonhage-Freund 2011; Espenshade 2008; Wind-
ham 2011) and the Cartersville occupation of the Brasstown Valley (Cable 2000),
both in northern Georgia.
Like Ohio Hopewell homesteads, those of the Middle Woodland Southeast
included both permanent (i.e., year-round) and seasonal occupation (e.g., Bacon and
Merryman 1973; Branch-Raymer and Bonhage-Freund 2011; Faulkner 1977, 2002;
Shelby 2011), presumably reflecting the flexible subsistence strategies described
above and the ‘‘distributional availability of natural resources and the presence of
productive ecotonal niches’’ (Windham et al. 2011, p. 113; see Pluckhahn and
Thompson 2013 for a similar argument for larger Middle Woodland settlements).
For example, the distribution of Woodland period sites across numerous environ-
mental settings in northeast Mississippi points to a strategy in which settlement
location maximized access to diverse natural resources (Johnson 1989). Meanwhile,
in particularly resource rich areas such as the upper and middle Tennessee River
Valley (Chapman 1973, 1985; Cridlebaugh 1981; Davis 1990), archaeologists have
identified large clusters of several homesteads; apparently occupied on a seasonal
basis, these are best understood as semipermanent residential base camps (Wetmore
2002, p. 261). Even some rockshelters, often characterized as special-purpose
locales, appear to have supported long-term residence during the Woodland period,
perhaps thanks to their accessibility to diverse subsistence and lithic resources
(Applegate 2013; Franklin et al. 2013).
Although homestead sites appear to typify Middle Woodland settlement across
the southeastern landscape, more formal settlements are far from absent (contra
Cobb and Nassaney 2002). In a significant departure from continuity with the Ohio
Middle Woodland record (however, see Clay 2009; Lazazzera 2004), some Middle
Woodland settlements in the Southeast appear to represent true villages [‘‘a
contiguous domestic deposit of artifacts which can be spatially subdivided into
contemporaneous redundant functional units’’ (Fuller 1981, p. 30)]. Importantly,
many (though not all; see Benyshek and Webb 2012; Charles 2001; Espenshade
2008; J. Rafferty 1994, 2002) of these early villages co-occur with Middle
Woodland platform mounds, burial tumuli, plazas, and/or earthen embankments
(e.g., Jefferies 2006; Jones et al. 1998; Keel 1976; Knight 1990; Pluckhahn 2003).
This, too, contrasts with Ohio Hopewell, where mound and earthwork sites are
characterized as vacant ceremonial centers (Dancey and Pacheco 1997b; Prufer
1965) given their demonstrable lack of permanent on-site domestic occupations
dating to the Middle Woodland period (Burks and Pederson 2006; Burks and Walter
2009; Lynott 2015). Interestingly, Middle Woodland mounds and earthworks in
Ohio and the Southeast have historically been interpreted as integrative facilities,
respectively, bringing together scattered households or newly coresident villagers in
a single meaningful community (e.g., Carr 2006b, c; Knight 2001; Lindauer and
Blitz 1997; Ruby et al. 2006; though see Pluckhahn 2010b for an important
critique). Thus, Middle Woodland villagers—numbering several dozen to a few
hundred individuals, based on the number of houses present, midden size, or rates of
sherd deposition (Knight 2001, pp. 325–326)—are thought to have engaged not only
in everyday social and economic pursuits but also in communal ceremonial
activities associated with nearby monuments (e.g., White 2010).
Compared to other parts of the world, research in the Middle Woodland
Southeast has failed to link the emergence of villages to population circumscription,
warfare, or a wholesale commitment to agriculture. In a series of recent
publications, Pluckhahn has argued that ‘‘ritual and ceremony may have been the
centripetal forces that brought people together into larger communities’’ (2010b,
p. 104). Wallis and colleagues (2015) have made a similar argument based on their
findings at the Garden Patch site in Florida, where the layout of ceremonial
monuments relative to the domestic occupation was established early in the site’s
history. Because ‘‘sacred’’ and ‘‘secular’’ domains of activity often appear to have
been spatially segregated (Pluckhahn 2010b; but see Russo et al. 2014), the present
discussion is limited to evidence for domestic activities, even if the village
component is adjacent to monumental architecture.
On the whole, investigations of ceremonialism and monumentality at Middle
Woodland villages far outnumber studies of everyday life. In the last 25 years, on
the basis of surface collections, shovel tests, geophysical survey, and horizontal
excavations, village occupations have been inferred at Cold Springs, Kolomoki,
Leake, and Tunacunhee in Georgia (Fish and Jefferies 1986; Jefferies 1994, 2006;
Keith 2011, 2013; Pluckhahn 2000, 2003); Garden Creek and Biltmore in North
Carolina (Keel 1976; Kimball et al. 2010, 2013; Wright 2014a, b); Walling and
Armory in Alabama (Eubanks 2013; Knight 1990); and Crystal River, Fort Center,
McKeithen, and several other sites in northern Florida (Milanich et al. 1997;
Pluckhahn and Thompson 2013; Russo et al. 2006; Stephenson et al. 2002). Only
some of these villages, however, have undergone extensive excavation, and even
fewer have received attention in the published literature. For example, although
5000 m2 of off-mound habitation area were excavated at Cold Springs, to date, the
published discussion of these findings is limited to a single paragraph (Jefferies
1994).
The major exception is Pluckhahn’s investigations of the habitation area at
Kolomoki. Located in the Chattahoochee Valley of southwestern Georgia and
sufficiently large to have once been labeled a Mississippian site (Knight and Schnell
2004), Kolomoki is now known to date to the late Middle Woodland/early Late
Woodland period (ca. AD 350–750) and is one of the most thoroughly documented
sites in the Southeast. It comprises at least eight mounds, a plaza area largely devoid
of artifacts, a possible an earthen enclosure, and a substantial U-shaped village area
(Pluckhahn 2003; Pluckhahn and Thompson 2013). Small block excavations in
different portions of the site have revealed occupation areas of varying intensity,
including a semisubterranean pithouse with a dense assemblage of ceramic and
lithic artifacts and faunal and botanical remains (Pluckhahn 2003). Combined with
the results of an extensive shovel-test survey and both radiocarbon and ceramic
chronological determinations (Pluckhahn 2000, 2003), these data have provided the
basis for novel interpretations of late Middle Woodland and early Late Woodland
social organization and complexity. For example, Pluckhahn identified multiple
scales of social integration at Kolomoki, such as household-level feasting
(Pluckhahn et al. 2006) and village-level ceremonialism associated with platform
mounds, plazas, and burials (Pluckhahn 2007, 2010b).
At other Middle Woodland village sites where fewer domestic data are available,
archaeologists have estimated the size of the resident population (i.e., number of
houses or number of villagers), or, on the basis of gross spatial relationships and
artifact distributions (Russo 2004), proposed models of egalitarian social organi-
zation in these communities. To my knowledge, there are no published studies from
the last 20 years, which provide the kind of data necessary to elaborate or critique
these theories, such as multiple extensively excavated contexts from a single Middle
Woodland settlement (Chapter 4 of Milanich et al. 1997, originally published in
1984, is an earlier exception). In the absence of such data, it is difficult to make
robust intravillage comparisons of domestic architecture and material culture and, in
turn, to offer compelling interpretations of daily life in a Middle Woodland village. I
return to this point below in a call for future research, but now turn to the much-
better-documented aspects of these sites: their monuments and associated evidence
for communal ritual.
Materializing Middle Woodland Religion: Monumentality, Ritual,
and Interaction
The Middle Woodland period was neither the first nor last time that the pre-
Columbian Eastern Woodlands witnessed a veritable explosion of grand-scale
religious activity. Beginning in the Middle Archaic, groups in the lower Mississippi
Valley were erecting carefully laid out earthwork complexes (Saunders 2004;
Saunders et al. 2005), culminating in the construction of the unprecedented ridges
and mounds of Poverty Point during the Late Archaic (Gibson 2001; Kidder 2011;
Sassaman 2005). More than two millennia later, Mississippian townspeople at
Cahokia, Moundville, and dozens of other sites across the Southeast raised
enormous platforms of earth, which were subsequently occupied by sacred temples
and the residences of a ruling elite (Dalan et al. 2003; Knight 2010). Some of these
monumental episodes were accompanied by intensified interregional movement of
certain types of artifacts and raw materials, many of which appear to have been
deployed in ceremonial contexts (Muller 1997; Rosenswig and Burger 2012;
Sassaman 2005; Spielmann and Livingood 2005; Trubitt 2000). The Middle
Woodland/Hopewell phenomenon similarly involved both monumentality and
extensively trafficked material culture, and research in and beyond the Hopewell
core has provided views of these processes at multiple scales that have yet to be
examined for earlier and later periods.
In Ohio, Hopewell is best known for three overlapping realms of ceremonial
activity: the construction of earthen mounds and geometric earthworks; the
elaborate burial of the dead in these monuments; and the assembly of massive
quantities of diverse and artfully crafted exotic artifacts with these mortuary
deposits. Lacking multiple lines of evidence indicative of hierarchical social
organization, these three dimensions of Hopewell have been interpreted in broad
terms as strategies for the integration of communities or other social groups (e.g.,
sodalities) at multiple scales (Byers 2011; Carr 2006b; Greber 1996; Lynott 2015;
Ruby et al. 2006). Adopting an emic perspective, archaeologists also have linked
Hopewell monumentality to world renewal rituals and lunar cycles, and have
proposed that Hopewell sacred objects were used in a variety of shamanic
ceremonial contexts (Brown 2006; Carr and Case 2006a; Hall 1997; Mainfort and
Sullivan 1998; Romain 2009, 2015).
Historically, the inferred linkages between the Southeast and the Ohio Valley
during the Middle Woodland period have derived from the identification of
particular raw materials in ritual assemblages in the Hopewell heartland. Marine
shell, shark teeth, galena, quartz, mica, and possibly copper are all sacred Hopewell
exotica that originated in the Southeast or along its margins (Bernardini and Carr
2006; Blankenship 2013; Chapman and Keel 1979; Ehrhardt 2009; Goad 1976; Ruhl
2006; Seeman 1979a; Trubitt 2003; Walthall 1981; Wright and Loveland 2015).
However, the overwhelming concentration of these raw materials at Ohio Hopewell
earthworks relative to contemporaneous sites elsewhere in eastern North America
has proved to be a persistent challenge to attempts to model Hopewell exchange in
general, and Hopewell activities at the so called periphery in particular (Carr
2006a). Evidence of Hopewell ceremonialism in the Southeast is commonly
described as a ‘‘thin veneer,’’ overlying but minimally impacting the social,
religious, or political dynamics of local communities (Anderson and Mainfort
2002a, p. 9; Chapman and Keel 1979, p. 161). With some important exceptions,
Hopewellian material culture at southeastern sites is often limited to small quantities
of artifacts made of exotic raw materials—e.g., Flint Ridge chalcedony bladelets at
Garden Creek (Keel 1976) or single copper ear spool at Armory (Eubanks 2013)—
or varying amounts of Hopewell-style ceramics (e.g., Stoltman 1999; Toth 1988).
Furthermore, the prevailing view of Hopewellian craft production is that it occurred
in the Ohio Hopewell core at the hands of Hopewell ritual specialists, even when the
raw materials for these crafts originated far from this area (Spielmann 2008, 2009;
but see Greber 2009; Wright and Loveland 2015).
While there is no question that the Hopewell assemblages of southern Ohio are
the largest and most diverse of those known from the Eastern Woodlands ca. AD
1–500, it is equally incontrovertible that novel ceremonial practices were emerging
across the Southeast at that time. Some of these activities appear to relate to broader
networks of Hopewell religion and interaction; others are uniquely southeastern
phenomena. By affording the southeastern Middle Woodland record of interaction
and ceremonialism as much attention as that of Ohio Hopewell, we stand to generate
a better understanding of these processes as they unfolded across eastern North
America.
Mounds and Earthworks
As mentioned above, there is a deep history of mound building in the American
Southeast. By the Middle Woodland period, this tradition had evolved to include not
only conical burial mounds but also platform mounds (Lindauer and Blitz 1997,
pp. 172–173). These Middle Woodland monuments are smaller and less common
than better-known Late Woodland and Mississippian platform mounds and appear
to have served a different purpose as well. While post-AD 800 platform mounds
regularly supported important buildings (Lindauer and Blitz 1997, p. 173), Middle
Woodland platform mounds usually lack evidence for permanent summit structures.
Several dozen Middle Woodland platform mounds have been identified throughout
the Southeast; among these, Knight has identified a subset of sites that he labels the
‘‘Kolomoki pattern’’ (1990, 2001). Kolomoki pattern sites combine evidence of
permanent or semipermanent habitation and platform mound architecture. These
mounds, for their part, share a number of characteristics (Knight 1990,
pp. 170–171): irregular scatters of postholes (attributable to scaffolding behavior;
see Knight 2001, p. 319) and pits; a lack of clear summit structures; extraordinarily
large postholes, some with insertion and/or extraction ramps; burned areas and
hearths on mound summits; multistage construction using multicolored fills; and the
presence of exotic artifacts and special ceramics, which sometimes implicate
Hopewell connections. From these remains, Knight and others (e.g., Jefferies 1994;
Lindauer and Blitz 1997) have argued that these sites and their monuments were
loci of intra- and intercommunity integration revolving around feasts, gift giving,
and world renewal ceremonies. Some scholars also have suggested that Middle
Woodland platform mounds were charnel structures used in concert with burial
facilities in nearby mounds (Milanich et al. 1997), although direct evidence for
mortuary activity (i.e., human bones or cremains) is rare (Knight 2001, p. 323).
Monumental architecture in the Middle Woodland Southeast is not limited to
mounds; it also includes earthen embankments and ditches—glossed here as
earthworks (Mainfort and Sullivan 1998). Monumental geometric earthworks are
well-documented components of the Ohio Hopewell landscape. In recent years,
Hopewell archaeologists have considered the energetic requirements necessary for
their construction (e.g., Bernardini 2004), the symbolism of selected building
materials (e.g., Dempsey 2010; Lynott 2015), their spatial arrangement relative to
important terrestrial landmarks and celestial bodies (e.g., Hively and Horn 2010;
Romain 2015), and their possible relationships with social groups of varying scales
(e.g., Byers 2004, 2011; Carr 2006c). In comparison, southeastern earthworks have
received much less attention of late, beyond their identification and dating. Most
known Middle Woodland earthworks in the Southeast are not precise geometric
forms like their Ohio counterparts (but see Wright 2014b), but rather roughly
circular features that partially or completely surround clusters of contemporary
mounds and activity areas. The best documented of these enclosures are
concentrated in the lower Mississippi Valley, including Marksville (Jones and
Kuttruff 1998; McGimsey et al. 1999), Little Spanish Fort (Jackson 1998), and
Pinson (Thunen 1998).
Much of our extant data on Middle Woodland mounds and earthworks was
generated in the 1960s–1980s (e.g., Brose 1979; Dickens 1975; Fish and Jefferies
1986; Jenkins 1979; Keel 1976; Kellar et al. 1962; Knight 1990; Milanich et al.
1997; Rafferty 1990; Sears 1956; Walling et al. 1991). Today, archaeologists
continue to refine our understanding of the architecture and settings of Middle
Woodland monuments through collections based and field research. For example,
McGimsey and colleagues have assembled excavation data collected at the
Marksville site in Louisiana from the 1930s through the 1990s and have undertaken
more recent fieldwork to better characterize its material culture, spatial organiza-
tion, and chronology (McGimsey 2003, 2010; McGimsey et al. 1999; see also Jones
and Kuttruff 1998). Similarly, I have examined the submound architecture at
Garden Creek, North Carolina, by reanalyzing maps and field notes from the 1960s
(Wright 2013). As discussed further below, non-invasive geophysical surveys and
topographic mapping programs also are producing unprecedented views of several
important Middle Woodland mounds.
Over the last three decades, Mainfort’s research at Pinson has tackled several of
these dimensions of Middle Woodland monumentality (Kwas and Mainfort 1986;
Mainfort 1986, 1988a, b, 2013; Mainfort and McNutt 2004; Mainfort and Walling
1992; Mainfort et al. 1997, 2011). Following more than a century of antiquarian
interest (Kwas 1996, 2013), systematic fieldwork at the site began in the 1960s and
continued through the 1980s (Broster and Schneider 1976; Fischer and McNutt
1962; Morse 1986; Thunen 1998). The monumental architecture at Pinson is
exceptionally varied, particularly compared to contemporaneous southeastern sites.
Monuments of several different shapes and sizes (e.g., Sauls Mound, the second
tallest earthen monument in the present day United States; the conjoined Twin
Mounds; the massive platform labeled Ozier Mound) have, when excavated,
produced evidence of equally diverse activities. Features and artifact assemblages
from the summit of Ozier Mound, for instance, have been interpreted as the remains
of ritual activities, though there is little evidence for feasting or post emplacement
as observed at other Middle Woodland platform mounds (Knight 2001, p. 313;
Mainfort 2013, pp. 94–95; Mainfort and Walling 1992). Twin Mounds, in turn,
exhibited a unique sequence of construction episodes, possibly including a primary
platform punctured by wooden stakes (Mainfort 2013, pp. 110–112) that overlay six
submound burial facilities that housed multiple individuals and varying assemblages
of grave goods. The most extensive single monument at the site is the Eastern
Citadel embankment, which averages 2 m tall and surrounds nearly 7 ha (Mainfort
2013, p. 173). McNutt (2005) has argued that some of these major mounds and
earthworks constitute an astronomical observatory (but see also Kwas and Mainfort
2007; McNutt 2007). Considered together, this diverse record of monumentality
hints at a similarly diverse program of ritual activities, the likes of which Hopewell
scholars presume to have occurred at different individual earthwork sites (Carr
2006b).
Feasting and Mortuary Ritual
The archaeological record at sites like Pinson highlights the association between
Middle Woodland monumental architecture and particular ritual activities. In both
the Southeast and in Ohio, the types of activities that have received the most
attention from Middle Woodland specialists are feasting and human burial. In fact,
several Ohio Hopewell studies explicitly link feasting and mortuary ritual (e.g., Carr
2006b; DeBoer 1997; Seeman 1979b), whereas southeasternists have tended to
tackle the subjects separately (but see Milanich et al. 1997).
Knight’s seminal statement on the association of feasting with early platform
mounds (2001; see also Knight 1990) underlies many recent discussions about this
form of commensalism in the Middle Woodland Southeast. Drawing on data from
several Kolomoki pattern mound sites, Knight (1990, pp. 160–161) argues that
multiple lines of evidence, including food production and consumption debris,
scaffolding features, and exotic artifacts, ‘‘agree with a broader picture of gift-
giving and gift receiving in the context of feasting as a primary social mechanism in
Hopewellian exchange.’’ Depending on the scale of the feasts in question, they may
have brought together kin groups within a single community or members of
different communities (i.e., different villages, multiple homesteads) (Knight 2001,
p. 327). In addition to assembling and integrating these groups, feasts also would
have permitted the accumulation of prestige by the individual, group, or sodality
hosting the event (Clay 1992; Knight 2001, p. 327; Lindauer and Blitz 1997;
Pluckhahn 2010a, b). This sort of commensality (sensu Kerner et al. 2015) appears
to characterize many ‘‘middle range’’ or ‘‘transegalitarian’’ societies including Ohio
Hopewell (Spielmann 2002; Yerkes 2005), and Middle Woodland research stands to
elucidate how communalism and competition mutually structured these events (e.g.,
Pluckhahn 2012).
Several recent studies have provided evidence that supports Knight’s model,
though it is worth noting that the material correlates of feasting (e.g., Dietler and
Hayden 2001) are not always straightforwardly discernable at Middle Woodland
sites. For example, remarkably well-preserved remains of a Middle Woodland feast
were recently recovered at the Biltmore Mound in western North Carolina;
consisting of elements from diverse animal species and exotic artifacts, this
assemblage has been interpreted as evidence for Hopewellian ceremonialism in the
Appalachian Summit (Kimball et al. 2010, 2013). The construction of Mound A at
Roberts Island, Florida, also may relate to communal feasting activities, insofar as
the oyster shells in mound fills appear to have been collected and processed over a
shorter period of time—perhaps corresponding with a feasting event—than those
from midden deposits (Sampson 2015). Though a much larger site, Kolomoki has
produced a more modest record of feasting that appears to have been directed
toward household-level solidarity (Pluckhahn et al. 2006). The apparent differences
in the scale and intended audience of these events underscore the diversity of
Middle Woodland feasting practices, even as they raise additional questions. How
were these feasts financed? How were food surpluses mobilized? How were exotic
or symbolically charged gifts circulated within and between communities?
Generally speaking, southeastern Middle Woodland mortuary practices have not
been as rigorously examined as feasts in recent years (but see Bense 1998; Dekle
2013; Giles et al. 2010). As in Ohio, most excavations and analyses of human
burials occurred in the early-mid 20th century; numerous burial mounds along the
Florida Gulf Coast and the lower Mississippi Valley were reported during that time,
including several at Marksville, Crooks, Helena Crossing, Bynum, Pharr,
Tunacunnhee, and Bird Hammock (Bohannon 1972; Cotter and Corbett 1951;
Ford 1963; Ford and Willey 1940; Fowke 1928; Jefferies 1976; Moore 1999c). The
material record of mortuary activities varies considerably within and between these
sites. Marksville alone featured interments of adults and children; singly or in
groups; as inhumations, bundles, and cremations; in pits or mantles or on mound
surfaces (Fowke 1928; Toth 1974). Artifact assemblages from these mounds are
similarly diverse, including elaborately shaped and decorated ceramics in some
cases (e.g., Crooks; Mainfort 2013) and Hopewellian exotica, such as copper
earspools and panpipes, in others (e.g., Helena Crossing; Ford 1963). Mainfort
(2013) recently synthesized several of these datasets and compared them to their
midwestern Hopewell contemporaries. Even as certain similarities can be identified
between Hopewell burial programs and those of the Middle Woodland lower
Mississippi Valley (e.g., log-lined tombs, collective burial, possible charnel
facilities), the scale of the former, particularly in the form of exotic and ritually
crafted artifacts, far exceed that of the latter. That said, the number of burials
identified at Crooks Mound A dwarfs that of even the largest Ohio Hopewell
mounds.
In recent years, some Middle Woodland mortuary assemblages in the Southeast
have been the subject of reexamination or reinterpretation, such as Dekle’s
relational approach to grave goods at Tunacunnhee, Georgia (2013), and Giles
et al.’s (2010) bioarchaeological analysis of skeletal remains from Helena Crossing,
Arkansas. Perhaps surprisingly, the Middle Woodland Copena record has not
received renewed attention in the 21st century (previous studies include Beck 1995;
Goad 1980; Walthall and DeJarnette 1974; Walthall 1973). Contemporary research
on off-mound deposits and features at several sites also has yielded evidence of
ritual activities related to the processing or interment of the honored dead (e.g.,
Jefferies 2006; White 2010). In Kentucky, archaeologists have gone a step farther
and have lately incorporated data from nonmonumental sites in their considerations
of Adena/Hopewell mortuary ceremonialism (Clay 2013; Pollack and Schlarb
2013). To my knowledge, this approach has yet to be applied in the Middle
Woodland Southeast, although its potential for expanding our views of rituals
typically associated with monuments is high.
Multiscalar Interactions
Middle Woodland monument sites in the Southeast were loci for social gatherings,
places where people came together to eat, exchange gifts, inter the dead, and erect
mounds. Over the years, however, archaeological interpretations of the scale (i.e.,
size) and scope (i.e., geographic reach) of such gatherings have varied widely. At
one end of the spectrum, Middle Woodland mound sites are considered the purview
of a singular local community. Where Middle Woodland settlement consists of
scattered households, this model closely resembles Dancey and Pacheco’s vision of
a dispersed sedentary community and its accompanying vacant ceremonial center
(Dancey and Pacheco 1997a; Pacheco 1996b, 1997). Where a village is present,
Middle Woodland monument sites are thought to constitute ‘‘corporately organized
ritual spaces that served to reduce tensions’’ among villagers, even as they likely
provided some means for limited aggrandizement (Pluckhahn 2010b, p. 102).
At the other extreme, the monuments of the Middle Woodland Southeast have
been characterized as meeting places for local community members and for visitors
from farther afield, including Ohio Hopewell peoples. Walthall envisioned
Hopewell ceremonial encampments in the Southeast, where local groups would
meet with Hopewell representatives—perhaps medicine persons or ritual specialists
(Carr 2006a)—for exchange and ritual activity (1985; see also Williams and Harris
1998 for an alternative explanation for Middle Woodland mounds as shrines). Few
sites have produced data that unambiguously support this particular scenario, but
there is mounting evidence for impactful interpersonal interactions between
southeastern and midwestern Middle Woodland communities. The identification
of sizable nonlocal ceramic assemblages at the Leake site in Georgia and the Mann
site in Indiana has suggested their possible function as gateway centers within the
wider Hopewell Interaction Sphere (Keith 2010, 2011; Ruby and Shriner 2006). A
recently discovered geometric earthwork and the residues of mica and crystal quartz
craft production at the Garden Creek site have been attributed to the exchange of
information and material achieved through pilgrimages by southern Appalachian
individuals to Ohio Hopewell sites (Wright 2014a; Wright and Loveland 2015).
Stoltman (2015, p. 6) has interpreted nonlocal utilitarian vessels he identified at
Ohio sites though petrographic analysis as ‘‘travel gear used for food preparation by
the travelers on their lengthy journeys to and from the Hopewell centers of the Ohio
Valley region.’’ In contrast to the early 20th century interpretations of the
Hopewellian Southeast, this recent work does not privilege Ohio Hopewell with
regard to the directionality and agency of such interactions (mirroring recent
research on Scioto and Havana Hopewell interaction, e.g., Bolnick et al. 2007;
Keller and Carr 2006). Rather, it considers how local southeastern groups may have
strategically involved themselves with Hopewell interaction networks for social or
religious purposes (Wright 2014a).
Here again, the archaeological record from Pinson speaks to several of these
issues (Mainfort 1986, 1988b, 2013). In contrast to Kolomoki but like Ohio
Hopewell earthwork sites, extant evidence for habitation at Pinson is limited to the
remains of short-term occupations presumably related to ceremonial gatherings.
Excavations in the western ritual precinct revealed postholes, features, and several
exotic artifacts indicative of Hopewell connections (Mainfort 2013, pp. 96–97).
Nonlocal artifacts from other excavated contexts at Pinson complement these data.
The site’s ceramic assemblage, for example, includes not only nonlocal vessels from
multiple places of origin, but also locally produced vessels with distinctively
nonlocal decorations (Stoltman 2015; Stoltman and Mainfort 2002). Based on
multiple lines of evidence—the scale of earthwork construction, the presence of
exotic raw materials and nonlocal pottery, and the low intensity of on-site
occupation—Mainfort (2013, p. 232) argues that Pinson was a Middle Woodland or
Hopewellian pilgrimage center ‘‘that drew visitors from a large area [possibly
including the southern Appalachians, the Tennessee River and Tombigbee river
valleys, the Yazoo Basin, and southern Georgia] who wanted to access the powers
manifested there.’’ As he repeatedly states in his recent synthesis, however, much
work remains to be done at this massive site to clarify our understanding not only of
the Pinson Mounds but also of Middle Woodland connectivity across the Southeast
and Midwest.
Having said all this, it is important to realize that Hopewell was not the only
interaction network identifiable in Middle Woodland material culture in the
Southeast; we must also consider how distinctive Swift Creek and early Weeden
Island ceramics indexed intercommunity connectivity across of Georgia, northern
Florida, and adjacent areas from AD 100 to 750 (Anderson 1998; Ashley
1992, 1998; Ashley and Wallis 2006; Elliott 1998; Snow and Stephenson 1998;
Stephenson et al. 2002; Wallis 2011; Williams and Elliott 1998b). Complicated
paddle-stamped Swift Creek pottery is uniquely suited to examining Middle
Woodland interaction, insofar as ‘‘paddle matches’’ identified within and between
ceramic assemblages can indicate the movement (or lack thereof) of pots, paddles,
and/or potters. As Snow and Stephenson (1998, p. 103) explain, ‘‘Large numbers of
sherds bearing a design from a number of different vessels would be expected on a
site where the potter who owned that paddle resided. In contrast, only occasional
sherds bearing the same design and often representing one vessel would be expected
at sites that received the design on trade pottery.’’ The potential of this approach has
inspired numerous examinations and reconstructions of Swift Creek paddle designs
(Ashley et al. 2007; Broyles 1968; Pluckhahn 2007; Smith and Knight 2012, 2014;
Snow 1975; Wallis 2007; Wallis and O’Dell 2011). Smith and Knight (2012, 2014),
for example, have developed a ‘‘task’’ model for the creation of Swift Creek paddle
carvings that sheds light on the chaı̂ne opératoire of Swift Creek artisans and
identifies new design attributes by which we can seriate Swift Creek assemblages.
Increasingly, these art historical approaches to Swift Creek and other diagnostic
pottery types (e.g., incised, punctated, cut-out, and/or red painted early Weeden
Island ceramics) are being combined with high-resolution provenance research,
producing increasingly sophisticated models of intraregional Middle Woodland
interaction.
Social Complexity in the Middle Woodland Southeast
Assuming it is possible to overlook the term’s evolutionary baggage, most
archaeologists working in the Eastern Woodlands today would probably identify
Middle Woodland groups in the Southeast and Midwest as tribes—‘‘social systems
that regularly exhibit some degree of institutionalized social integration beyond that
of the extended family unit’’ (Parkinson 2002, p. 2; see also Anderson 2002; Braun
1986; Yerkes 2002). This has not always been the case. Throughout much of the
20th century, archaeologists postulated that Ohio Hopewell societies were
hierarchically organized chiefdoms—how else to explain their impressive monu-
ments, elaborate burials, and exotic artifact assemblages? However, evidence for
other correlates of chiefly societies, such as a commitment to agriculture, economic
redistribution, and full-time craft specialists, have not been identified in Hopewell
contexts (although substantial evidence supports claims for smaller-scale ritualized
craft production; see Spielmann 2002, 2008, 2009; Spielmann and Livingood 2005).
Regardless of the degree to which Ohio Hopewell people relied on cultivated plants
or how often they moved their settlements (both matters of debate), extant data
show that, in their daily lives, they were dispersed across a wide landscape. Under
these conditions, occasional activities at major earthwork sites—mound building,
feasting, gift giving, finding spouses, visiting with relatives, burying the dead, etc.—
would have assembled otherwise far-flung individuals to renew their social
relationships as they conducted rituals to renew the world in a cosmological sense
(Hall 1997, p. 157; Yerkes 2002, 2003).
Still, ‘‘the scale of integration is not clear’’ (Yerkes 2002, p. 231). There are
multiple hypotheses regarding the geographic origins and social membership of
those individuals who gathered at earthwork sites in the Hopewell core area,
including the vacant center/dispersed hamlet model (Dancey and Pacheco 1997b),
described above; the cult sodality heterarchy model, in which earthwork construc-
tion and maintenance is attributed to sodality members spread across multiple
communities (Byers 2011); and pilgrimage models, which may have entailed very
long distance journeys and far-reaching affiliations (Carr 2006a; Lepper 2004;
Stoltman 2015). Given the complexity and diversity of the Hopewell record and the
inherent flexibility of tribal integration strategies, it seems unlikely that a single
model can be applied with equal success to all Ohio earthwork communities (Carr
2006b; Ruby et al. 2006).
The relationship between residential communities and monumental sites in the
Middle Woodland Southeast also has been viewed as evidence for tribal social
organization (Anderson 2002). Here, however, mounds, earthworks, and the ritual
activities that took place in their vicinity would have integrated not only dispersed
households but also members of newly established villages. Permanent coresidence
in a sedentary village may have facilitated greater levels of intratribal social
inequality (Hayden 1995; Kelly 1992), and moreover, those who lived among
dispersed homesteads may have had a different social status than those who lived in
the villages adjacent to mounds (Pluckhahn 2010b). Feasting and gift-giving events
at these relatively higher status villages may have resembled the dynamics of a big
man/big woman society (Anderson 2002; Bense 1994, 1998; Knight 2001; Smith
1986), in which prestige may be achieved through material expressions of
generosity and the opportunity to create and solidify social bonds.
While a lack of evidence for ascribed status indicates that generally egalitarian
political relationships were the norm during the Middle Woodland period,
situational leadership roles characterized both Ohio Hopewell groups and their
contemporaries in the Southeast. Based on extensive reviews and analyses of the
Ohio Hopewell record, Carr and colleagues argue that Hopewell leadership was
socioreligious in nature and that Hopewell leaders were shamans or shaman-like
practitioners (Carr and Case 2006b; Turff and Carr 2006). These leaders may have
been recruited from distinct clans (Thomas et al. 2006), although the likelihood that
sodalities complemented clan-based organization in the ceremonial sphere
precludes this model from fully accounting for Hopewell ritual leadership (Byers
2011). Analogous studies of Middle Woodland leadership and clans in the Southeast
have focused on those datasets that best approximate the symbolic richness of Ohio
Hopewell ritual assemblages, namely, Swift Creek complicated stamped pottery and
early Weeden Island effigy vessels. For example, Wallis (2006) has proposed that
Swift Creek paddle designs, many of which are thought to represent plants, animals,
or cosmological concepts, may be totemic clan symbols. Pluckhahn (2010a),
meanwhile, has hypothesized that human and animal Weeden Island effigy vessels
portray ritual specialists and/or their associations with shamanic ritual, and that
these individuals may have participated in communal ceremonies according to their
clan, moiety, or sodality affiliations.
In light of these findings, it is clear that Middle Woodland social organization in
the Southeast was complex, though perhaps not in the hierarchical sense of 20th
century social evolutionary frameworks (Pluckhahn 2010a). To understand this
complexity, it is necessary that we go beyond the mere identification of Middle
Woodland societies as tribes to consider the cultural processes that shaped and were
shaped by these dynamic social formations (Fowles 2002). Put another way, we
should not ask ‘‘how complex are Middle Woodland societies’’ in relative terms
(i.e., ‘‘more’’ or ‘‘less complex’’), but rather ‘‘how are Middle Woodland societies
complex’’ (sensu Cobb 2003). Along these lines, researchers in the Ohio Valley
have recently begun to trace the implications of heterarchical forms of social
organization on Adena-Hopewell settlement and ceremonialism (Henry 2013;
Henry and Barrier 2016). Whether or not these models apply to all or (perhaps more
likely) parts of the Middle Woodland Southeast awaits further analysis of the
region’s complex record of daily life and multiscalar interactions.
Methodological Advances in Middle Woodland Research
Thus far, this review has employed fairly broad-brush strokes to paint a picture of
the Middle Woodland at a global scale through explicit comparisons between the
southeastern and Ohio archaeological records. However, by tackling different topics
(i.e., subsistence, settlement, monumentality, interaction, and social organization)
one at a time, even in broad perspective, important linkages across these dimensions
of culture are minimized. To remedy this, I shift focus to the more localized
archaeological datasets that highlight the connections among Middle Woodland
subsistence, settlement patterns, community structures, social identities, and ritual
activities at a comparatively local level. Over the last decade, several field and
laboratory projects in the Southeast have generated exactly this type of data through
the application of relatively new methodological techniques: specifically, archae-
ological geophysics, Bayesian modeling of chronological sequences, and various
provenance analyses. By providing high-resolution views on what was happening
locally and intraregionally at this time, this research complements and promises to
refine our current understanding of global Middle Woodland developments.
Mapping ‘‘Invisible’’ Architecture
Archaeologists working in the Eastern Woodlands have increasingly used non-
invasive geophysical techniques to extensively map entire sites and intensively
investigate complex stratigraphic deposits. Although ground truthing is required to
fully comprehend the results of these geophysical surveys (Hargrave 2006), the
scale and cost of such investigations are dramatically more feasible than total site
excavation, and the results of geophysical survey and ground-truthing efforts are
arguably more informative than traditional survey techniques (e.g., surface
collection, shovel tests) and sampling strategies for block excavations (Johnson
and Haley 2006; Kvamme 2003). By revealing a site’s layout, geophysical surveys
allow archaeologists to consider the full suite of activities that occurred there as well
as their spatial relationships, which in turn can inform interpretations about social,
political, economic, or religious organization (Horsley et al. 2014; Thompson et al.
2011).
In Ohio, recent geophysical surveys have revealed that remnants of Hopewell
earthworks once thought to be largely destroyed by historic activities not only have
survived to the present day but are more complex and varied than suggested by
maps of early surveyors (Burks 2010; Burks and Cook 2011). Burks and colleagues
(Burks 2014; Lynott 2015; Schneider et al. 2016) also have identified geophysical
anomalies interspersed among the earthen monuments at Ohio Hopewell sites, such
as large post circles and pit features. If these features are contemporaneous with the
mounds and earthworks (a determination that requires ground truthing and the
collection of datable material), then it is time that we revisit the vacant ceremonial
center model for Ohio Hopewell sites.
Southeastern archaeologists also have undertaken extensive geophysical surveys
of Middle Woodland sites to better understand their layout and to contextualize the
monumental components of the archaeological record. Because many southeastern
sites were never documented as thoroughly as their Ohio Valley counterparts, some
surveys in the Southeast have yielded especially eye-opening results that have
changed the way we think about local Middle Woodland developments and
interregional connectivity. For example, magnetometer and ground-penetrating
radar survey at the Garden Creek site in western North Carolina revealed two
previously unidentified small geometric enclosures (Horsley et al. 2014; Wright
2014a). Although unique in the Southeast, these monuments are strikingly similar to
several Adena-Hopewell enclosures in the Ohio Valley (e.g., Jefferies et al. 2013).
Dating to the first century AD and associated with mica and crystal quartz craft
production debris (Wright and Loveland 2015), these enclosures are most
parsimoniously explained as a result of intensive ritual interaction between Ohio
Hopewell and southern Appalachian communities.
Several sites in Florida have recently undergone extensive geophysical survey
and subsequent reinterpretation as well. At Crystal River, resistance survey
demonstrated the existence of a plaza whose offset orientation relative to the site’s
mounds suggests dynamic configurations of communal social relationships (Pluck-
hahn et al. 2010; Thompson and Pluckhahn 2010). The same technique revealed a
new earthwork in association with the well-known Great Circle at Fort Center
(Thompson and Pluckhahn 2012). In Tennessee, gradiometer survey at Pinson has
clarified the spatial arrangement of mounds and earthworks recorded in the early
20th century (Mainfort et al. 2011), while multiple geophysical techniques have
revealed anomalies suggestive of prehistoric activity within the enclosure at Old
Stone Fort (Yerka 2010) and in off-mound areas at Johnston (Sherwood et al. 2015).
In every one of these examples, geophysical surveys revealed architectural elements
and activity areas that decades of traditional archaeological investigations had failed
to identify. It stands to reason that the application of geophysical techniques at other
Middle Woodland sites in the Southeast would be similarly revelatory, even (or
especially) if they have been the subject of earlier study.
In addition to generating plan views of entire sites, certain geophysical methods
are capable of producing data from which we can extrapolate stratigraphic
relationships and the construction history of monuments made of earth, sand, and
shell. Thompson and Pluckhahn’s investigations of mounds at Crystal River
exemplify this research strategy (Pluckhahn et al. 2010; Thompson and Pluckhahn
2010; Thompson et al. 2013b). Using ground-penetrating radar, they have
tentatively identified features on buried mound summits and distinctive strata
representative of multiple construction episodes. Importantly, they also have
determined that, for at least one Crystal River’s mounds, the earliest construction
episodes are formally identical (albeit smaller) than later ones, suggesting a high
degree of architectural planning. A combination of geophysical techniques has
allowed for even more detailed interpretations of Middle Woodland mound and
earthwork construction sequences in Illinois (Herrmann et al. 2014) and Kentucky
(Henry 2011; Henry et al. 2014); there is every reason to think a similar approach
would produce useful data at Middle Woodland sites in the Southeast.
Refining Site Histories
As archaeologists in and beyond the Southeast recognize the role of events in the
evolutionary trajectories of societies (Beck et al. 2007; Bolender 2010; Gilmore and
O’Donoughue 2015), our need for increasingly fine-grained chronological data
increases. To that end, many southeasternists are turning to Bayesian chronological
modeling as a means of plausibly narrowing the date ranges provided by various
dating methods (Bayliss 2009, 2015; Ramsey 2009). This trend is not unique to
research on the Middle Woodland period; Bayesian modeling of stratified dates
from Poverty Point and Monks Mound have bolstered geoarchaeological arguments
that these monuments were erected much more quickly than previous generations of
researchers realized (Ortmann and Kidder 2013; Schilling 2013).
While both Ohio and Southeastern researchers are using geophysical techniques
with regularity, at present, Middle Woodland researchers in Florida are the ones
pioneering the use of Bayesian models to build high-resolution site chronologies
(but see also Schilling 2015; Wright 2014a). For example, Wallis, McFadden, and
colleagues have used this technique to model 23 AMS assays in an effort to better
understand the pace of mound construction and village occupation at the Garden
Patch site on the northern Gulf Coast (Wallis et al. 2015; see also McFadden 2016;
Wallis and McFadden 2016). Their resulting four-phase model indicates that the site
was founded and built quickly, following a carefully designated architectural plan—
a pattern that characterizes other Middle Woodland mound and village sites like
Kolomoki and McKeithen (Milanich et al. 1997; Pluckhahn 2003). In making these
connections, Wallis et al. demonstrate how site-specific research contributes to our
understanding of Middle Woodland cultural dynamics at the regional level,
exemplifying the value of multiscalar interpretations.
The history of the Crystal River site (Bullen 1953), located south of Garden Patch
in west-central Florida, also has been the subject of recent efforts to model precise
site chronologies. Early 20th century excavations focusing on the site’s burial
complex produced shell, stone, and copper plummets, copper ear spools, panpipes,
mica sheets, and incised and decorated pottery that were used to argue for a
connection between Crystal River and Ohio Hopewell (Greenman 1938; Moore
1903, 1907, 1918; Weisman 1995). For decades, archaeologists have assumed that
Crystal River was a central node for the production and exchange of marine shell
artifacts for the wider Hopewell Interaction Sphere (Goad 1978; see also Wright and
Gokee 2013), although little evidence for shell-based craft production has been
found there (Blankenship 2013). Nevertheless, Crystal River’s record of mortuary
activity, exotic artifacts, and monumentality speaks to a complex history of Middle
Woodland ceremonialism at the southern edge of the Hopewell Interaction Sphere.
Crystal River includes at least six mounds and an extensive, arcing shell deposit
presently understood as a midden, which the Crystal River Early Village
Archaeological Project has precisely mapped using total stations, LiDAR, and
multiple geophysical techniques (Pluckhahn and Thompson 2009, 2014; Pluckhahn
et al. 2015b; Thompson and Pluckhahn 2010; Thompson et al. 2011). Ground-
truthing efforts have included extensive coring and selective excavation trenches
placed across the site, producing diverse datable materials from multiple controlled
contexts—e.g., soil charcoal, bone, shell for radiocarbon dating (Cherkinsky et al.
2014) and quartz grains from mound fills for optically stimulated luminescence
dating (Pluckhahn et al. 2015a). In addition, the shells that are a primary building
material at Crystal River have allowed for an assessment of seasonal oyster
procurement and processing and interpretations of intra-annual patterns of on-site
occupation and feasting activities (Thompson et al. 2015).
More than 60 radiocarbon dates are available from Crystal River—though not all
have been reported (Cherkinsky et al. 2014; Pluckhahn et al. 2010, 2015a, b)—
ranging from 800 cal BC to cal AD 966. If they are not the result of contamination,
early dates from Mounds G and C suggest that Crystal River was founded as a burial
ground in the Early Woodland period (Pluckhahn et al. 2010, p. 174). Midden dates,
in turn, conservatively place the domestic occupation of the site between 100 BC
and AD 600 (Pluckhahn et al. 2010, p. 175), perhaps with a hiatus between 417 and
166 cal BC (Pluckhahn and Thompson 2013). These midden dates have been
subjected to Bayesian chronological modeling (Pluckhahn et al. 2015b). By tracking
the changes in the rate of midden accumulation and related variables over four
broad occupation phases, Pluckhahn et al. (2015b, p. 34) identify ‘‘both in situ
refuse disposal and apparently purposeful construction,’’ contributing not only to
our knowledge about Crystal River but also to broader debates about shell midden
versus shell monument formation in the Southeast (e.g., Marquardt 2010).
Tracking Material Connections
As I have already pointed out, evidence for extralocal interaction in multiple forms
is commonly noted in Middle Woodland research, justifying multiscalar investi-
gations of the time period even though the mechanisms underlying those
interactions remain poorly understood. Above, I discussed various hypotheses for
global-scale Hopewell interaction (e.g., pilgrimage) and regional interaction in Ohio
(e.g., community/sodality gathering). Based on circumstantial evidence, several
southeastern studies have produced similar interpretations of Middle Woodland
datasets. For instance, I have suggested that the earthworks and craft production
debris at Garden Creek derived from pilgrimages from the Appalachian Summit to
the Scioto Valley, during which travelers would have made offerings of cut mica
and knapped quartz as they obtained the knowledge necessary for earthwork
construction. This interpretation differs markedly from previous assessments of the
linkages between Ohio Hopewell and southern Appalachian peoples during the
Middle Woodland period (e.g., Chapman and Keel 1979). It underscores how
southeastern groups actively contributed to the wider Hopewell phenomenon, even
as Hopewellian interaction underwrote significant changes to their local societies.
The qualities of monumental architecture also have been cited as evidence for
regional-scale interaction within the Southeast. Thompson and Pluckhahn (2010,
p. 48) ‘‘believe that the scale and diversity of mound constructions at Crystal River
argue for the social practice of multiple and varied groups,’’ rather than a singular
local community (contra Milanich et al. 1997). Comparisons to contemporaneous
sites in the Deep South support the idea that individuals moved to and from Crystal
River for episodic events. Specifically, architectural and situational similarities
among Crystal River, Kolomoki, and Fort Center would have ‘‘provided a familiar
setting for outsiders coming to the site for ceremonies,’’ while Crystal River’s
particular design elements would have ‘‘served to distinguish [it] from other
regional centers and provide a unique experience for visitors to the site’’ (Thompson
and Pluckhahn 2010, p. 48; see also Pluckhahn and Thompson 2013, 2014).
Swift Creek pottery from northern Florida and Georgia is a particularly rich
dataset for further clarifying regional-scale Middle Woodland interaction. Recent
provenance studies of Swift Creek ceramics complement interpretations based on
paddle matches, producing an unparalleled view of intersite connectivity in the pre-
Columbian Eastern Woodlands (Wallis et al. 2016). Based on the results of
petrographic and neutron activation analyses, Wallis and colleagues observe that
nonlocal Swift Creek ceramics are more common in burial mounds than at
contemporaneous residential sites. As such, they likely represent gifts that served to
reinforce extralocal social relationships in the context of mortuary ritual (Wallis
2011; Wallis et al. 2010). ‘‘Rather than mere detritus of people moving from place
to place, many nonlocal vessels were used as tools of commemoration or assertion
of alliances among descent groups geographically separated by more than 100 km’’
(Wallis and Cordell 2013, p. 141). In addition, paddle matches between Swift Creek
assemblages at civic-ceremonial centers and outlying settlements indicated the
transport of wooden paddles between these locales; well-documented excavations at
Block-Sterns suggest that this pattern is probably related to ritual events attended by
nonlocal visitors (Wallis et al. 2016). In keeping with assessments of interaction and
gathering across the Hopewell Interaction Sphere, the Swift Creek data reveal that
Middle Woodland connectivity in the Southeast varied in both scale and context.
Future Directions for Middle Woodland Research in the Southeast
From my vantage point, there has never been a better time to conduct Middle
Woodland research in the Southeast. Geophysical techniques, chronological
modeling, provenance studies, and other methodological advances are allowing
archaeologists to glean more information from the archaeological record—both
newly excavated and curated materials—than ever before. However, advancing
Middle Woodland research requires more than new methods. To grasp the full scope
of lived experiences in the Middle Woodland period, we must not only undertake
investigations in the Southeast but also strive for a clearer understanding of
processes unfolding across the Eastern Woodlands. Future research on the Middle
Woodland Southeast cannot be limited to this region’s traditional geographic
boundaries but must extend into the Ohio Valley, the heartland of the Hopewell
phenomenon that defines the Middle Woodland period (not to mention adjacent
geographic areas characterized by their own Hopewell traditions, such as Havana).
Moreover, we must strive to work across modern state lines to critically examine
established culture historical artifact typologies and sequences and distinguish
evidence for broadly shared cultural complexes (Knight 2011, p. 213; see also
Windham et al. 2011). Given the long-acknowledged evidence for interregional
connections as well as distinctive regional traditions, archaeologists must tackle the
Middle Woodland period at multiple scales, investigating how global and regional
phenomena like Hopewell and Swift Creek reverberated at the local level and how
local communities contributed to such larger processes. Perhaps more provoca-
tively, we must blur the lines between local and global cultural dynamics and
explore how multiscalar sociality constituted ‘‘glocal’’ Middle Woodland develop-
ments. As should be apparent from this review article, several threads of recent
research on the Middle Woodland Southeast have begun this complex undertaking,
but much work remains to be done.
Although the ‘‘thin veneer’’ metaphor is losing some ground, there is still a
tendency among southeastern archaeologists to downplay the potential role(s) that
interregional interactions played in Middle Woodland society. In part, this may be
due to the apparently religious nature of such interactions and an enduring bias that
religion is epiphenomenal relative to other dimensions of culture (for critiques of
this view, see Bradley 2003; Renfrew 1994; Rowan 2011; Whitley 2008). Even in
Ohio’s Hopewell heartland, archaeological components are labeled ‘‘Hopewell’’ if
they are thought to represent ritual activities, or ‘‘Middle Woodland’’ if there is
evidence for secular activities (Van Gilder and Charles 2003). However, to the best
of our present understanding, religion was central to Middle Woodland/Hopewell
sociopolitical organization (e.g., Carr and Case 2006b; Case and Carr 2008;
Mainfort 2013; Pluckhahn 2010a; Russo et al. 2014; Wright 2014a) and likely
resonated throughout the lived experience of Middle Woodland/Hopewell peoples
(sensu Fowles 2013). Future research in the Middle Woodland Southeast should
thus interrogate the appropriateness of two related dichotomies: local/global, and
sacred/secular. In other words, we should not equate religious activity solely with
interregional, global connections or secular activity solely with local developments.
Research on intraregional networks indexed by Swift Creek pottery shows ‘‘the
sacred’’ is manifest at a comparatively more local scale, whereas models that link
interregional Hopewellian exchange to the maintenance of subsistence practices and
social ties (e.g., Braun 1986) allude to the secular dimensions of global connectivity.
The presence of secular habitation areas at sacred mound sites in the Middle
Woodland Southeast (i.e., civic-ceremonial centers, Anderson and Sassaman 2012,
p. 133) would seem to provide an avenue for exploring the intersections of local and
global, secular and sacred. However, with a few notable exceptions (e.g.,
Kolomoki), the domestic sphere of Middle Woodland life has received little
archaeological attention. Future research on the Middle Woodland Southeast should
expand our focus beyond monuments to explore houses, homesteads, and villages—
a task admittedly easier said than done, given the relative inconspicuousness of pre-
Columbian domestic architecture on the modern landscape (see also Pluckhahn
2010c). In particular, horizontal excavations of multiple household contexts at a
Middle Woodland village would dramatically enhance our ability to test different
ideas about Middle Woodland social organization and assess how cooperation and
competition mutually structured some of the earliest permanent villages in eastern
North America. Over the last decade in my own study area (the Appalachian
Summit), the best (and, to my knowledge, only) dataset that fulfills this criterion
resulted from a large scale, as yet unpublished cultural resource management project
(Benyshek and Webb 2012; Benyshek et al. 2010); collaboration between CRM
professionals and academic researchers may therefore be one way to begin to tackle
this issue.
As excavations and analyses of Middle Woodland sites in the Southeast continue,
it is important to recognize that an archaeological grasp of the Middle Woodland
period at both local and regional scales ‘‘cannot be fully realized if analysis of
archaeological materials remains mired in the quagmire of culture history’’
(Anderson and Mainfort 2002b, p. 541). Indeed, gross variability in ceramic
tempers, surface treatments, and decorations have proven useful for clarifying local
cultural sequences, but these and other attributes also may productively elucidate
patterns of interaction and exchange (as exemplified by Wallis’s Swift Creek
research; see also Stoltman 2015) and the organization of communities of practice
(sensu Sassaman and Rudolphi 2001). That said, eschewing the systematics of local
culture history frameworks and phase names, as I did in this review, certainly
obscures subtler diachronic patterns within the larger Middle Woodland period. In
other words, the interpretive gains of a broad geographic perspective come at the
expense of temporal precision, a sacrifice that future subregional analyses may
manage to avoid.
Relatedly, even as we strive to contextualize southeastern Middle Woodland
research relative to global social fields, we also must situate our findings in time, a
topic almost entirely side-stepped in this article for lack of space. As researchers in
Ohio examine the beginning and end of the Hopewell phenomenon (e.g., Carr 2008;
Spielmann 2013), we in the Southeast should investigate the origins, elaboration, or
abatement of myriad Middle Woodland developments—multiscalar material
interaction, diverse instantiations of monumentality, early village organization,
etc.—during the Early and Late Woodland Periods. Furthermore, we should look to
recent research on other time periods for methodological or theoretical inspiration.
In a general sense, a consideration of local and global Middle Woodland
developments resembles the ‘‘analogy-homology dilemma’’ in Mississippian studies
(Smith 2007, pp. 2–3); the ways in which scholars have tackled this issue (e.g., Blitz
and Lorenz 2006; Cobb 2015) in the final centuries before European contact may
provide frameworks for future Middle Woodland research projects. Turning in the
opposite chronological direction, we also have much to learn from our colleagues
grappling with novel forms of social, political, and religious complexity in the Late
Archaic period, such as pilgrimage at Poverty Point (Spivey et al. 2015).
Research in this vein requires southeastern archaeologists to branch out
theoretically from our foundations in culture history and cultural ecology to
consider ‘‘notions such as agency, power, historicity, materiality, landscape, and
others’’ (Knight 2011, p. 214). The conceptual groundwork for these investigations
appears in several recent edited volumes and journal articles on the Southeast (e.g.,
Beck 2014; Cobb 2014; Gilmore and O’Donoughue 2015; Kassabaum 2014; Levy
2014; Sullivan 2014; Thompson and Waggoner 2013; Thompson 2014; White 2014;
Wright and Henry 2013a) and in cross-cultural studies of broadly analogous
archaeological complexes, such as the Chaco phenomenon and the monumental
traditions of the European Neolithic (see Chapman 2006 and Lekson 2016 for extant
comparisons between the European Neolithic and Hopewell, and Chaco and
Hopewell, respectively). It is now up to Middle Woodland researchers to run with
these ideas as they relate to specific archaeological datasets, and thus to contribute
to worldwide discussions about the diverse historical trajectories of ‘‘middle range’’
societies, including the role of multiscalar social fields.
Fortunately, such datasets are ripe for the proverbial picking, both in situ and in
museum collections and archaeological repositories (Anderson 2013). As several
studies cited in this review demonstrate, curated assemblages from well-known sites
have incredible potential for shedding new light on the Middle Woodland Southeast
when approached with contemporary questions, theoretical perspectives, and
analytic techniques. Moreover, remote sensing and increasingly sophisticated
analytic methods are enabling a new wave of research at both classic and newly
discovered Middle Woodland sites. The key in future years will be to contextualize
our findings at multiple scales—from the local watershed, to the subregional
settlement and ritual system, to the subcontinental interaction sphere—in order to
truly grasp the Middle Woodland Southeast in broad-scale perspective.
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